O n any given day in the United States, news stories inform us about gun-related tragedies: mass murder, family shootings, gang-related shootings, shootings of police, and shootings by police. It's a never-ending story in our gun-dominated society.
But consider this: from November 25, 2014 to January 21, 2015, there were at least six instances of shootings by children ages 5 years or younger in the US. On November 25, a mother in Oklahoma was shot in the head and killed by her 3-year-old son who found a semiautomatic handgun under the couch. On December 31, a 2-year-old boy in Idaho grabbed a gun from his mother's purse in a Walmart and shot and killed her. On January 7, a 4-year-old boy in Missouri shot his 3-year-old sister in the abdomen with a gun he found hidden behind a bedroom mirror. On January 12, a 5-year-old boy in Virginia shot a 5-year-old playmate in the abdomen with a nonsecured handgun. On January 20, a 5-year-old boy in Missouri shot and killed his 9-month-old brother at their grandfather's home with an unsecured .22 Magnum revolver. On January 21, a 2-year-old boy in Florida shot and killed himself with a .38 handgun found in an unlocked auto glove box. By the time you read this, there will undoubtedly have been other similar incredibly tragic events. Of note, the Florida case occurred in a state where the governor and the state legislature passed a law preventing health care providers from even discussing gun safety with patients and families. The governor has appealed a federal court ruling that law unconstitutional.
The point of this discussion is to highlight the concept of a "smart gun." Nicholas Kristof, in The New York Times, tells the story of the 17-year-old Colorado high school senior (Kai Kloepfer) who engineered such a gun for a science fair project, winning the grand prize in the Intel International Science and Engineering Fair and a $50,000 grant from the Smart Tech Challenges Foundation to refine the technology. 1 A smart gun, just like a smart phone, could be set up to require a PIN (personal identification number) or a fingerprint match or iris recognition prior to being able to fire. This would prevent the tragedies listed above. High school student Kloepfer designed a smart handgun capable of firing only when it recognizes a finger on its grip, and has up to 1,000 fingerprints that could be authorized per gun with 99.99% accuracy. Children and gun thieves would be unable to shoot the gun. Amazingly, 130 years ago, in the 1880s Smith & Wesson (Springfield, MA) marketed childproof handguns, selling more than 500,000, but they have long been unavailable. 1 A Germanmanufactured smart gun, the Armatrix iP1, can be purchased online and can be fired only by a shooter who is wearing a matching wristwatch. Other approaches to smart guns have been developed, but are not available in the US.
It doesn't seem likely that the National Rifle Association ever will allow smart guns on the US market, but the facts are that a 17-year-old high school student can design one that works, and such guns unequivocally would save lives, including children's lives. Each of us should speak to our legislators about the importance of smart guns since we can't seem to reduce the ubiquitous availability of guns in America.
An unrelated topic-one about which highly effective to kill mosquitoes on contact. According to the World Health Organization, the hundreds of millions of bed nets that have been distributed are an important factor in the striking 50% drop in malaria death rates in Africa since 2000, saving millions of lives. Since most malarial deaths occur in young children, most of the saved are children. A recent front page story in The New York Times highlights a major problem associated with misuse of the nets, ie, using for fishing instead of for the prevention of malaria. 2 An unintended consequence of the free distribution of these nets has been their diverted use as fishing nets. The nets are free, strong, light in weight, and can be sewn together to make large nets for fishing. However, the permethrin in the nets is toxic to cold-blooded animals like fish, particularly in small bodies of water, and the fish populations in some areas are diminishing rapidly. In foodlimited societies dependent on fish, the free nets with their improved efficiency for fishing compared to traditional methods are irresistable despite the potential toxicities of the insecticide and the loss of their use for malarial control. The solution to this emerging and unintended problem is not yet in sight.
THIS MONTH'S STAMPS
The two souvenir sheets, from War I when Madame Curie recognized the potential value of mobile X-ray units mounted on trucks that could assist in the medical care of soldiers at the front. Around 1914-1915, she (with the help of daughter Irene) established 20 mobile X-ray units, 200 permanent radiology facilities, and a school to train nurses as X-ray technicians. Over one million wounded soldiers were treated by these units precisely a century ago. These two very colorful souvenir sheets portray Marie and Pierre on their beloved bicycles, show Marie in her laboratory and at her desk, and display some of her laboratory notes and equations.
